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Abstract

This article examines the intersectional peace approach
and assesses its effectiveness in acquiring a gender-just
peace within a post-conflict society. This line of reason-
ing has been empirically exemplified through the gen-
dered advocacy work of rural disabled Tamil women in
post-conflict Sri Lanka. In recent times, the liberal peace
model has become widely critiqued, resulting in a novel
grounding of intersectionality into many contemporary
peacebuilding initiatives. This has resulted in a more
human-centred peace framework, uplifting the most
marginalised voices within a conflict-affected communi-
ty. Centrally, this article postulates that an intersection-
al peace approach is an effective method of attaining a
gender-just peace, as it can act as a tool of empower-
ment, mobilising the most marginalised to transgress
patriarchal norms and redefine the gender hierarchy
upheld within a post-conflict society.

Many contemporary scholars have begun to contest the
use of the liberal peace model, critiquing it as a West-
ern process which (re-)inscribes gendered hierarchies
and state-centric ideals into peacebuilding processes.!
From this discourse, anintersectional approach to peace
was born; developed as an analytical tool to compre-
hend the institutional structures and power dynamics
that constitute a post-conflict society. As consequence,
intersectionality is becoming increasingly practised
within International Peace Studies (IPS), deployed to
revise society’s normative view on gender and gen-
der-specific expression. Centring this development, I
will explore the theoretical principles which configure
intersectional approaches to peace, empirically exem-
plified through the gendered advocacy work of ru-
ral disabled Tamil women in post-conflict Sri Lanka.
First, I will give a brief account of the philosophical
history of intersectionality and discuss its recent trans-
position into IPS. Second, I will relay the possible crit-
icisms relating to (a) intersectionality as an analytical
device and (b) NGO’s, market feminism and the neo-
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liberal approach will be accounted for. Finally, I will
use an intersectional peace lens to analyse the gen-
dered advocacy work of rural disabled Tamil women
in post-conflict Sri Lanka via intersectionality’s two
doctrines of (a) social identities and (b) institutional
structures. Through this rationale, I will argue that
an intersectional peace approach is an effective meth-
od of attaining a gender-just peace,® as it can act as
a tool of empowerment, mobilising the most margin-
alised to surpass patriarchal norms and redefine the
gender hierarchy upheld within a post-conflict society.

The Theory of Intersectionality
i. A History: Critiquing The Conventional Catego-

ries of Analysis and Experience

Intersectionality was originally coined by Kimberlé
Crenshaw (1989), as a means of critiquing ‘the tenden-
cy to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive.”
Crenshaw (1989; 1990) is a critical legal scholar, who
founded this theory through an academic deconstruc-
tion of the ‘single-axis framework that [was] dominant
in anti-discrimination laws’, within the United States.*
For Crenshaw, this led to an erasure of the inherently
interconnected forms of oppression that Black wom-
en faced every day; namely, because the single-axis
approach failed to recognise the identities of race and
gender as intersecting.® These historical beginnings il-
lustrate the critical lens that is rooted within the theory
of intersectionality, used as an analytical device to em-
power the most marginalised within a society.
Following Crenshaw’s (1989) theorisation, feminist
scholars became increasingly provoked by intersec-
tionality’s rich and multifaceted potential, as it prom-
ised to eradicate society’s common issue of reducing
‘people to one category at a time.”® Specifically, femi-
nist intellectuals were fascinated with intersectional-
ity’s principle of ‘relational” social locations, positing
that our gender, class, race, ableness, ethnicity, and
sexuality can interactively shape our everyday expe-
riences.” This proposed positionality depends on the
hegemonic systems of power that feminists have long
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been critical of, and creates structures of oppression
and privilege, such as sexism, racism, or ableism.® In
sum, intersectionality is a theoretical method of in-
terpreting the intricacy of our society, of individuals,
and of the human condition, it remains a core concept
within modern feminist thought.” These academic de-
velopments laid the foundation for intersectionality
to be further applied to an array of disciplines. I will
now discuss how intersectionality has been grounded
within IPS, and its theoretical ability to achieve a gen-
der-just peace.
ii. Grounding IPS in Intersectionality

Prior to academia’s gravitation towards intersection-
ality, IPS was centred around the liberal peace model,
which has been widely critiqued for its State-centred
principles of ‘democratisation, the rule of law, hu-
man rights, free and globalised markets, and neo-lib-
eral developments.”!” Recently, these axioms of peace
have been framed as a Westernised sense of truth,
which underrepresents the importance of “critical and
post-structural thinking’, particularly through notions
of ‘hegemony and domination, self-other relations,
identity, particularism and pluralism.”."" These phil-
osophical concerns have led scholars to look beyond
this classical model, and re-imagine peace via a bot-
tom-up approach.'”? Due to this paradigm shift, a mul-
titude of academics have become increasingly interest-
ed in a more human-centred peace theory.

Many IPS researchers have begun to seek growth
through the employment of some feminist methodolo-
gies, by grounding the theory of intersectionality into
their peacebuilding frameworks."”” This has encour-
aged scholars to conceptualise a peace agreement not
just as a broker to end a state conflict, but as an eman-
cipatory tool to identify the ‘plurality of subjectivities,
systems of oppression, and agencies that are created
and enacted” as a result of a conflict." By merging the
theory of intersectionality into IPS, a positive outlook
on peace has been established; resulting in a more
gender-sensitive peacebuilding outlook.”” An intersec-
tional approach to peace has been founded upon the
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analytical incorporation of various (a) social identities,
and (b) institutional structures. I will now detail these
two core principles respectively, to elaborate on how they
interact to create oppressive gender systems within a
post-conflict state.

First, an intersectional approach to peace focuses on the
identities of the people who exist within a post-conflict
state, along with the social status that these identifica-
tions qualify them to possess.’® Through this principle,
intersectional peace ‘contributes to our understanding of
why specific voices are marginalised and silenced’,” with-
in post-conflict societies, while others are amplified.”” To
highlight this, intersectional peace methods ‘often start
from a narrative angle,” emphasising the locals’ lives as
its prime source of information.”® This centering of the
narrator assigns a sense of agency to the people who exist
within a post-conflict state, by constructing this peace-
building method through their resistance to various sys-
tems of oppression.”” These personal narratives highlight
the impact that social identities can have on an individu-
al’s position in society, and the importance of considering
them from the perspective of IPS. As a result, social iden-
tifications should be a central consideration when work-
ing to achieve a gender-just peace, as an examination of
this category can unveil the public power that each per-
son possesses on the grounds of their gender. I will now
show how these identifications can interact with the insti-
tutional structures that exist within a post-conflict society,
and produce newfound gender hierarchies.

Second, intersectionality has contributed to a more en-
riched dialogue encompassing peace and conflict, by
exposing the institutional structures which intensify an
individual or social group’s marginalisation within a
post-conflict society.”® For example, this can be exempli-
fied through the ‘superficial understandings of gender,’
found in some conventional conceptualisations of peace,
which systematically disregard the broader power dy-
namics that (re-)produce and ‘hierarchically structure
masculinities and femininities.””! To illustrate, IPS re-
search carried out on the ‘gendered experiences of war,’
occasionally omit how gender intersects with peace, and
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by default, who is conferred with superior public pow-
er within a post-conflict State’s gender hierarchies.”?
However, an intersectional peace approach can combat
against this binarised outlook, as it not only supports the
inclusion of all the social identifications that exist with-
in a post-conflict nation, but also delves deeper into how
power functions between and within these social catego-
ries.”® Through this understanding, a more in-depth in-
terpretation of a gender-just peace can be discovered. On
the other hand, in order to fairly assess this theorisation,
the possible disadvantages of intersectionality and fem-
inist advocacy will now be assessed; primarily, through
reviewing the scholarly critique of intersectionality as an
analytical device.

iti. The Possible Disadvantages of Intersectionality as
an Analytical Device
Many academics have grown critical of intersection-
ality’s cross-disciplinary application; viewed as a tool
of scholarly appropriation, to ‘[reinscribe] white mid-
dle-class heterosexual women as the dominant subject
position of feminist politics.”* These critiques have
been derived from the theoretical displacement that
many Black and women of colour feminists have expe-
rienced from intersectionality’s recent popularisation
in the West.” As a result, many feminists have become
wary of intersectionality, believing that it has devel-
oped to reflect the neoliberal principles it was original-
ly working to dismantle.?® This has driven an array of
academics to abandon the theory altogether, viewing
it as a corrupted project of whiteness and oppression.
Davis (2020) outlines intersectionality’s three core ar-
eas of tension. First, a multitude of academics ‘includ-
ing Crenshaw herself, express concern that her work
has been ignored, misread, misunderstood and distort-
ed,”’by Continental European feminists. Second, there
is debate whether women of colour should always be
seen ‘as the rightful empirical and epistemological sub-
jects of intersectional analysis.” Finally it is contested
‘whether intersectionality should be viewed as a Black
feminist theory,” in origin, or one of the Global South.”
These conceptual critiques have left an array of scholars
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to question the validity of intersectionality and renounce
its academic legitimacy.

In essence, intersectionality has recently been employed
by many white European feminists, who have miscon-
strued the essence of this theorisation and essentialised
the identity categories of gender, race, and class.”® Cara-
stathis (2008) argues that intersectionality has begun to
work solely to privilege “difference” between individuals,
and in many ways, superficially reduces people to their
social identities.” As a result, intersectionality’s critics be-
lieve that ‘[B]lack women will never be anything more
than a crossroads between two kinds of domination,”
and are denied a sense of “‘wholeness,” as an individual.*
Through this perspective, intersectionality is described as
a process of ‘re-centring whiteness,” as it authorises white
European feminists to covertly hegemonise ‘the object’
within intersectional studies and create an ‘epistemic
whiteness,” through their position within this research.’
This undermines a great deal of what intersectional-
ity claims to achieve and problematises the proposed
achievements of this theory.

However, the academics arguing to preserve intersection-
ality’s favourable status hold that these modern devel-
opments should be viewed as ‘an occasion for dialogue
rather than a contest over ownership.””? These scholars
draw on Said’s (1983; 2000) ‘now classic essay on trav-
eling theory.* Initially, Said (1983) discussed the loss of
‘originality and insurgency,” that theories may experience
from being disseminated throughout society.* However,
in his revised version, Said (2000) revoked this critique
and posited that this traveling of theory may ‘radicalize
and reinvigorate,” our society’s systems of ideas.® There-
fore, academics and feminist theorists alike must, there-
fore, acknowledge that we cannot predict how each con-
ceptand theory will be developed and translated. Debate,
discussion, disagreement and progression are all a natu-
ral part of academia, and should be regarded as a logical
step in intersectionality’s conceptual growth. Expand-
ing upon this criticism, the prospective issues relating to
NGOs, market feminism and the neoliberal approach
will now be discussed.
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iv. NGOs, Market Feminism and The Neoliberal
Approach
The United Nations” Decade for Women (1975-1985)
led to an increased awareness of society’s deficit in
gender equality, resulting in a global recommenda-
tion for society to expand its feminist agencies and
non-government organisations (NGOs).** As a re-
sult, many feminist NGOs ‘have spread across the
world and become key actors in gender policy.”* This
‘NGO-isation” of the public sphere has had some neg-
ative impacts, ‘especially [regarding] their often de-
politicising and de-democratising effects,” on civil
society.”® For many, the NGOs’ approaches to socie-
tal development have utilised a neoliberal strategisa-
tion of social services, aiming to marketise society’s
endeavour toward gender equality and individual
empowerment.* This has introduced a new form of
governance into society, and ultimately reshaped the
feminist movement.
Fundamentally, contemporary feminist NGOs have
been driven to ‘rely on market ideas and practices,’
in the hopes of acquiring private funding to support
their mission statements.*’ This form of NGO fund-
ing ‘neutralises feminism through professionalisa-
tion [...] and bureaucratisation,” by ‘[discourging] the
growth and maintenance of feminist subcultures that
resist hegemonic gender relations,” to appear attrac-
tive to private funders.*’ Due to this, many academ-
ics believe that contemporary feminist NGOs “fail to
challenge existing structures of civil society, the state,
and the economy that perpetuate gender and other in-
equalities.”*? This deradicalisation has altered the very
ideology that feminism was founded upon, and driv-
en the women’s movement to employ a marketised
strategy of gender equality in order to survive.
On the other hand, a multitude of scholars view this
process of NGO-isation as a natural development in
society’s sphere of governance, enhancing the new
‘market opportunities,’ that can come from increased
private funding and mainstream interest in feminist
NGOs.# Specifically, ‘the emergence of new, flexible
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institutions pursuing gender equality may allow for
the more effective mainstreaming of gender consider-
ations,” and greater incorporation of feminist thought
in public policy formation.** Through this lens, the
neoliberal approach to NGOs and ‘market feminism’
may be understood as a transposition of feminism’s
principles and practices into the public sphere, of-
fering new means of political participation.* This
discussion will now be assessed through empirical
means, by reviewing intersectionality’s two doctrines
of (a) social identities, and (b) institutional structures
through the gendered advocacy work of rural dis-
abled Tamil women in post-conflict Sri Lanka. Here,
I will define an intersectional peace approach as an
effective method of establishing a gender-just peace,
as it can act as a tool of empowerment, mobilising the
most marginalised to transgress patriarchal norms
and redefine the gender hierarchy upheld within a
post-conflict society.

Gendered Advocacy as a Tool of Post-Conflict Empowerment
The Sri Lankan Civil War was a long and brutal con-
flict, deeply entrenched in ethnic divides and human
rights abuses.* These violent histories have led many
researchers to investigate the rates of marginalisation
caused by the injuries incurred during this time.*
However, this body of work has frequently disregard-
ed the category of gender, rendering rural disabled
Tamil women in Sri Lanka statistically and socially
marginalised.*® Specifically, the civil war in Sri Lanka
caused ‘8.7 percent of the Sri Lankan population [to]
have disabilities, of which 57 percent are women.’*
Consequently, it is crucial to employ an intersectional
peace lens upon this case, to deconstruct the “triple
discrimination,” that these women face ‘via income in-
equality, family dynamics, and social and cultural ste-
reotypes.”® Additionally, this lens will further high-
light the inherently intersectional nature of the peace
work that these women carried out with ‘“The Associ-
ation of Women with Disabilities,” (AKASA) and rec-
tify the disregard that gender has experienced within
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this area of IPS.°! From a narrative angle, I will now
examine the gendered advocacy work carried out by
rural disabled Tamil women with AKASA, through
intersectionality’s first axiom of social identities. This
section will highlight the empowerment that these
women experienced from gendered advocacy work,
mobilising them to overcome their society’s patriar-
chal norms and form a gender-just peace.

i. The Positiveldentityof Rural Disabled Tamil Women
Rural disabled Tamil women have long ‘faced new and
separate forms of stigma on the grounds of their gen-
der,” leading them to experience problems when trying
‘to reintegrate into society...due to their impairment,
as they are perceived to be unable to fulfil their sexu-
al and domestic duties.”® To contextualise, Sri Lanka’s
post-conflict society is said to uphold a range of patriar-
chal norms, leaving many rural disabled Tamil women
to be socially displaced, and expected to marry in or-
der to re-establish themselves within their communi-
ty.>® Due to this ostracisation, these rural disabled Tam-
il women have been exposed to ‘the highest-levels of
gender-related violence, abject poverty, stigmatisation
and exclusion.”* This compounded oppression has been
normalised by the patriarchal ideals socialised within
post-conflict Sri Lanka, leaving these gender-based is-
sues to be deprioritised and underreported.
As a result of this layered oppression, many rural dis-
abled Tamil women became involved with the AKASA
organisation.®® AKASA is a local institute that focus-
es on creating a narrative promoting Tamil women’s
disability rights, by encouraging its members to claim
a new positive assertion as disabled Tamil women,
and use this identification to become inter-communal
peacebuilders.”® For instance, through this new posi-
tive identity, many rural disabled Tamil women have
found a ‘growing confidence to resist the cultural stig-
mas attached to their disability,” and progress novel
‘cross-ethnic relationships,” with rural Sinhalese dis-
abled women.” The women on both sides of this eth-
nic divide believe that they would not have discovered
these cross-ethnic ties without AKASA’s peacebuild-
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ing initiatives, which led them to realise their own in-
dividual disability rights, and together, create a new
sub-community of rural disabled Tamil and Sinhalese
women.” Consequently, AKASA has encouraged many
rural disabled Tamil women to overturn their society’s
patriarchal norms, mobilising them to transform into
established peacebuilders and independent members
of their post-conflict society.
Therefore, AKASA’s gendered disability-centred
peacebuilding not only empowered these Tamil wom-
en to experience new forms of social emancipation, but
also undertook the ground-breaking work of creating
cross-ethnic ties between the Sinhalese and Tamil com-
munities.” This process of unification can be seen as a
real-life manifestation of transversal politics,” as AKA-
SA’s intersectional peacebuilding inherently promot-
ed the principle that ‘the only way to approach “the
truth” is by a dialogue between people of differential
positionings.”® As a result, these women prevailed
against the patriarchal norms upheld within Sri Lanka
and made monumental progression toward acquiring
a gender-just peace, all through the empowerment that
they received from AKASA’s intersectional peacebuild-
ing. I will now further assess this gendered advocacy
work, through intersectionality’s second axiom of in-
stitutional structures. This section will emphasise how
AKASA'’s intersectional peacebuilding has mobilised
these rural disabled Tamil women to redefine the gen-
der hierarchy upheld within post-conflict Sri Lanka,
and continue to advance toward a gender-just peace.
ii. The Institutional Violence Perpetrated by
Sri Lanka’s Welfare System
AKASA has described Sri Lanka’s “administration of
the disability welfare system [as] disabling in itself.”®!
Specifically, it has been reported that the Sri Lankan
welfare system was set up with no consideration of
the gendered, physical, linguistic, economic or cultur-
al limitations that these rural disabled Tamil women
would experience when seeking financial aid.® For in-
stance, the Tamil women involved in AKASA have re-
ported a range of accessibility issues. First, the welfare
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office’s building entrance is only approachable follow-
ing a flight of stairs.®® Second, this physical limitation
is further exacerbated by the ‘compounding and inter-
secting difficulties of living in a rural village, [and] not
having disability-accessible public transport,” to get to
the administration office’s location.** Third, the docu-
ments that they are required to fill out to be consid-
ered for this financial support are not offered in any
rural languages.® This is particularly harmful for rural
disabled Tamil women, as they have the lowest rates
of literacy and education in Sri Lanka, causing it to be
practically impossible for them to complete any stag-
es of this application process without the help of an
able-bodied Sinhala-speaking person.®® Due to these
institutional structures, many rural disabled Tamil
women have been left without any opportunity to seek
financial welfare for their disabilities, which violates
their human rights as Sri Lankan citizens.”” As a result,
these women are left to either face income poverty, or
accept employment in dangerous environments where
workplace assault is rampant.*® Therefore, the Sri Lank-
an government has created a multitude of interlocking
systems of institutional violence and failed to achieve a
gender-just peace. This is underpinned by the oppres-
sive gender hierarchy institutionalised within Sri Lan-
ka’s post-conflict society.

Consequently, these oppressive structures have forced
many rural disabled Tamil women to seek AKASA's
services; to help them journey to the welfare offices,
fill out the application forms, and ultimately, promote
‘their economic integration,” in post-conflict Sri Lankan
society.” Furthering this work, AKASA’s overarching
peace mission is to reshape the gender hierarchy that
these women live in, to ensure that they do not need
to rely on these governmental bodies to achieve a gen-
der-just peace.”” In this aim, they have developed var-
ious ‘disability rights leadership training,” programs,
which are regularly regarded as ‘one of the most sig-
nificant elements in rebuilding,” these women’s lives.”!
Specifically, AKASA’s leadership initiative has em-
powered these women “to resist oppressive gendered
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and disablist social norms and take up positions of lead-
ership (which are usually exclusive to men) . . . within
local organizations.””> As a result, AKASA’s leadership
programs have acted as a tool of gendered empower-
ment, causing these rural disabled Tamil women to ‘be-
come agents of change,” in reforming the gender hier-
archy which has conventionally structured Sri Lanka’s
post-conflict society.” This has put an end to the ‘gen-
dered and disablist discrimination,” that they have expe-
rienced through Sri Lanka’s welfare system, by promot-
ing them as leaders within their community.” Therefore,
these rural disabled Tamil women have defied Sri Lan-
ka’s traditionalist gender hierarchy, and created a gen-
der-just peace through AKASA’s intersectional peace-
building initiatives. This example has demonstrated that
an intersectional peace approach is an effective method
of attaining a gender-just peace, as it can act as a tool
of empowerment, mobilising the most marginalised to
transgress patriarchal norms and redefine the gender hi-
erarchy upheld within a post-conflict society.

To conclude, an intersectional peace method can be an
emancipating force for the subordinated factions of a
post-conflict society, as it has the power to act as a tool of
empowerment, and to overturn the patriarchal attitudes
and gendered hierarchies which work to oppress them.
This current examination focused on providing a more
holistic view of gender, by highlighting its intersecting
identities of ethnicity, rurality, disability, and income.
Here, I have argued that intersectionality is an import-
ant view to consider, particularly within IPS, to contin-
ually improve our world’s peacebuilding initiatives and
promote a focalisation on gender-based issues.

Through considering the many faces of intersectionality
and feminist thought, this assessment strove to show-
case the unifying effects of gendered-advocacy work,
and the revolutionary impacts it can have on war-torn
communities. In sum, this assessment highlighted the
power of intersectional peace approaches, and their
proposed ability to create a gender-just peace. This was
discussed through emphasising the gendered empow-
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erment inherently rooted within intersectional peace,
which has the capacity to mobilise the most marginal-
ised to transgress patriarchal norms and redefine the
gender hierarchy upheld within a post-conflict society.
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